C
ollaborative efforts addressing CWD across the country have provided some answers, but much still needs to be done.
Chronic wasting disease (CWD) is a disease of the nervous system that results in distinctive brain lesions. CWD affects elk, white-tailed deer, and mule deer, but has not been documented in livestock or humans. The origins of the disease, as well as the modes of transmission, remain unknown. Infected deer and elk appear robust and healthy in the early stages of CWD; clinical signs might not show for years. Mortality typically occurs within months after the appearance of clinical signs. The route of transmission is unknown; likely routes include direct transmission between infected and noninfected animals and infected animals contaminating local environments.
In response to the discovery of CWD in new and unexpected areas, U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) scientists began collaborating with federal, state, and private partners to address the challenges of this disease. Critical needs included establishing new diagnostic capabilities, analyzing, modeling, and predicting the disease's effects, all while coordinating and distributing reliable information from a variety of resources. However, more knowledge about this disease is needed.
Newly funded initiatives will refine our scientific knowledge of the disease, and help develop more effective management strategies.
New Initiatives and Future Directions
USGS scientists are collaborating with Wisconsin officials and researchers to develop additional management strategies. Research is focusing on understanding how the disease is transmitted among white-tailed deer, understanding the patterns of infection, and determining how infection rates break down according to age and sex in deer. Results will be used to guide further research studies on CWD transmission, develop improved modeling and quantitative tools for predicting the spread of the disease, and evaluate management methods. Scientists are also researching the role of deer carcasses in CWD transmission, and how feeding and baiting may affect transmission patterns. Collaborative research programs in the Midwest are developing statistical tools to improve CWD surveillance programs. USGS scientists in Colorado are investigating the relationship of deer and elk population ecology to CWD to help guide management policies.
National Planning and Surveillance Workshop
The USGS National Wildlife Health Center (NWHC) conducted a workshop in late 2002 to develop strategies for detecting and monitoring CWD in wild deer and elk. Participants from diverse backgrounds, such as cervid population biology, wildlife disease management, and statistical modeling, provided multifaceted 
